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Establishing whether legislation promotes better equity outcomes than non-mandated,
voluntaristic instruments such as self-regulation or peer regulation has been difficult.
Findings of an Australian survey comparing equity policies and outcomes in those
workplaces that are regulated by employment equity legislation with those that are not
subject to legislative provisions are presented. Research findings showed equity
indicators were strongest in those workplaces covered by the legislation.
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Introduction
Policy advocates frequently argue about whether employment equity legislation has any
beneficial effects. Australia provides an opportunity to test for such effects. It has had
federal employment equity legislation covering private sector workplaces above a certain
size and tertiary institutions since 1986. This article examines the apparent impact of this
legislation on practices and outcomes in Australian workplaces. It does this by use of a
large scale dataset which enables us to compare the experiences of employees in workplaces
covered and not covered by the legislation, and changes in some characteristics of
workplaces covered and not covered by it.
Employment equity legislation was introduced in Australia to provide more support for
equal employment opportunity than could be provided by anti-discrimination legislation
(Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 1984). Despite its original name (the
‘Affirmative Action’ Act), the law was directed to increasing equal employment
opportunity rather than preferential hiring or advancement for disadvantaged groups.
The legislation contained limited sanctions for non-compliance and self-reporting on
outcomes from organisations about progress. The legislation therefore relied on the
effective operation of organisational policy and practice to remove discrimination and
secure equal employment opportunity.
Evaluating the success of such a policy depends on a series of factors. First, judgements
about changes in such indicators as the overall employment segregation or pay equity
evident in the workforce may be utilised to determine the effectiveness of legislation aimed
at achieving employment equity. In general, evidence about employment segregation and
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pay equity indicates some improvement towards greater equity through the 1960s to 1980s
(Gardner and Palmer 1997) but a stagnating or reversal of progress since then (Women in
Social and Economic Research 2006, Peetz 2007). Clearly much of the effect on pay equity
came not from employment equity legislation but wage cases concerning equal pay. The
shift to decentralisation in wage fixing Australia experienced from the 1990s was a factor in
the apparent halting in progress towards equal pay (Archer 1993, Bray 1993, Whitehouse
1990, 2000, Peetz 2007), particularly given the concentration of women in occupations with
relatively low bargaining power (Strachan and Burgess 1997, Whitehouse 2000). Employ-
ment segregation appears persistent (Rimmer 1994, Pocock 1998, Yew and Miller 2004).
This article draws on the large data set on workplaces available through the Australian
Workplace Industrial Relations Surveys (AWIRS) of 1995 and 1990. We examine this data
to identify any gaps between male and female employees’ description of their experience of
reward and opportunity in the workplace, amongst those covered by the employment
equity legislation and those not. In comparing this experience we are able to determine
whether there is any difference in the reported experience of those workplaces covered by
the legislation and those not covered by the legislation. Unfortunately, Australian
governments have failed to conduct another AWIRS since 1995, but the timing of the
first two nonetheless enables us to examine the implications of this policy for workplace
practice.
Research context
In introducing legislation promoting employment equity considerations, the then federal
Labor government sought to reduce occupational segregation, ensure that women had the
opportunity to move out of low paid, low status jobs and improve their position in the
labour market (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 1984). Employment equity
legislation attempts to change workplace behaviour, practices and culture so women are
better represented throughout the workforce. After enactment of the federal (national)
government’s initial Affirmative Action (Equal Employment Opportunity for Women) Act
1986 (the AA Act), workplaces employing over 100 employees and higher education
institutions were, in a staged process, compelled legislatively to implement employment
equity policies and programs (Ronalds 1991).
A phased approach to the introduction of AA was taken. Higher education institutions
were covered by the Act from 1 October 1986. Organisations with 1000 or more employees
were included from February 1987, organisations with 500999 employees from February
1988 and those employing 100499 workers from February 1989. Amendments in
December 1992 extended coverage to voluntary bodies including community groups,
non-government schools, trade unions and group training schemes (Gardner and Palmer
1997, p. 472). Employers with less than 100 employees were not covered by the Act. The
AA Act was replaced by the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Modified Act
1999 (the Act), which followed similar lines but provided employers who were compliant
with the Act the opportunity to reduce their reporting frequency and renamed the Act, and
the administering agency, to remove references to ‘affirmative action.’ Government
agencies no longer had to check companies’ compliance with the Act before awarding
them contracts. Funding for the administering agency was cut. The practice of ‘naming
and shaming’ the worst non-compliers through Parliamentary publicity was halted. The
period of this study precedes the introduction of these amendments and therefore avoids
any confounding influences.
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The AA legislation sought to eliminate barriers preventing women from participating
equally in all forms of employment. Anti-discrimination measures alone had failed to
improve women’s labour market position, secure a greater range of jobs for women, and
ensure that impediments to equal competition between women and men in employment
were removed (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 1984). The Act required
employers to undertake a range of activities designed to promote employment equity
including developing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating equity plans and
programs.
The purpose of the Act was to eliminate discrimination against women and to promote
equal opportunity for women in employment. The latter involved ensuring that policies
and programs are set in train to improve the employment prospects for women in
organisations. The principal objectives of the Act were: to promote the principle that
employment for women should be dealt with on the basis of merit; to promote, amongst
employers, the elimination of discrimination against, and the provision of equal
opportunity for, women in relation to employment matters; and, to foster workplace
consultation between employers and employees on issues concerning equal opportunity for
women in relation to employment (s2A, Part I). The Act, even after amendment, required
organisations to:
. develop a workplace program;
. appoint an appropriate staff member to be responsible for EEO;
. consult with trade unions and staff;
. analyse their employment profile, employment policies and practices;
. identify actions; and
. evaluate EEO progress (s8, Part II).
Accordingly, organisations were required to devise an appropriate program to carry out the
terms and intent of the legislation. Under the Act, employers have an obligation to remove
discriminatory practices, both direct and indirect (Hunter 1992). An expectation was that
employment equity legislation would enable structural barriers to equality of employment
opportunity to be identified and removed. The Equal Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency, then known as the Affirmative Action Agency, had responsibility for
monitoring and evaluating employment equity management plans. Organisations under
the Act were required to report yearly on progress in achieving their equity outcomes
(Affirmative Action Agency 1992).
A sex-segregated workforce prevents women workers from competing for different
types of jobs, from gaining opportunities for promotion and from developing a broad
range of skills. While segregation results in costs to workers in terms of narrower range of
employment choices, there are also wider economic costs, for example in inhibiting
flexibility in responding to structural adjustment and prevented expanding national skills
bases (OECD 1991). Human capital theory posited that gender differences in employment
outcomes can be explained by supply side factors such as educational and job choices of
workers so that women do not fare as well as men in the labour market as they do not add
as much value to their labour through training, upskilling and formal qualifications (Wolf
and Fligstein 1979). However, differential results in labour market outcomes for men and
women may not be grounded in supply side considerations (Tomaskovic-Devey 1993, Todd
and Eveline 2004); for example, differences in human capital endowments cannot explain
the low pay of nurses (Nowack and Preston 2000) or of female Chinese immigrants to
Canada (Salaff and Greve 2003). The gaps between male and female pay are particularly
high at the most senior levels of organisations, indicating that, ‘when all else appears equal,
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there is a broad undervaluation of women’s skills’ (Equal Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency 2008; see also Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists and
Managers Australia 2007). Changing patterns of educational attainment indicate greater
access to educational qualifications for women (Brown 1997), suggesting factors other than
education and career choices worked to locate women in less favourable sectors of the
labour market. Studies comparing organisations that have employment equity programs in
place and those that have no equity programs showed that better outcomes are achieved in
those workplaces with such programs (Leck et al. 1992).
Our study aimed to uncover clues concerning the efficacy of public policy in this area.
Windsor (1990) argued that the most significant gains in redressing discriminatory
practices against women have been achieved through legislative means. O’Donnell and Hall
(1988) argued that simply removing obstacles to women’s employment is not an adequate
measure to bring about employment equity; change needs to be achieved by proactively
advocating for greater regulation of employment conditions, a view reinforced by the
negative implications for women of the recent removals of protections for various
employment conditions in Australia (Peetz 2007). Our study does not compare the
effectiveness of other policy measures, but it does, within the limits of the data, test the
efficacy of legislation in redressing the causes of discrimination. We examine data on
private sector firms to determine whether the coverage by legislation resulted in discernible
patterns in employment practices and processes across workplaces covered by the Act. We
compare employees’ responses to questions about their opportunities and working
environment between ‘covered’ workplaces and workplaces that are, for our purposes,
‘unregulated’, i.e. they were not covered by the AA Act.
We do this to ascertain if workplaces covered by the AA Act have better outcomes for
women relative to men than do workplaces that are not covered. Our interest, it should be
emphasised, is not in whether employees in general, or women in particular, do better or
worse in covered workplaces than unregulated workplaces. Many aspects of the employee
experience, from pay to job satisfaction, vary according to organisational size, and with
coverage of the Act a function of organisational size, a simple analysis of differences
between covered and unregulated workplaces could merely be a proxy for differences
between larger and smaller organisations. There is no prima facie reason for believing that
the relative position of men and women should be any different in larger than smaller
organisations solely because of the effects of organisational size. However, a link between
gender equity performance and the threshold employment level determining coverage by
the Act (100 employees) suggests that we might expect some differences between the
relative positions of men and women in organisations with more, and fewer, than 100
employees as a result, in part at least, of coverage by the Act (Peetz et al. 1999).
In this study, we compare workplaces covered by the Act and those workplaces
unregulated by the Act in relation to the AWIRS survey responses of male and female
employees. Most of the tables presented here have three sets of data for each question:
. responses to the relevant question, by males and females, within workplaces
unregulated by the AA Act, and the ‘gender difference,’ i.e. the difference between
male and female responses;
. similar data for workplaces covered by the AA Act; and
. the ‘coverage effect,’ i.e. the difference between the gender difference in covered
workplaces and the gender difference in unregulated workplaces.
We examine data relating to the equality of access to rewards and opportunity within
organisations. Here we consider employees’ reports on their pay and conditions as well as
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their access to training and promotion. Investigating these areas allow an examination of
the impact of the Act in terms of its specified objectives.
The data
Our source is the 1995 Australian Workplace Relations Survey (AWIRS 95). Affirmative
Action legislation was enacted in 1986. The passage of six to nine years to the undertaking
of AWIRS 95 should be sufficient to indicate whether there are any differential effects
between workplaces that are covered and regulated by the Act and those which are not
subject to monitoring and review of progress with employment equity.
By examining the 1995 AWIRS data concerning workplaces, the data gathered from
employees about their work and those workplaces we seek to ascertain whether workplaces
covered by the Act:
. are less likely to be characterised by discrimination against women;
. are more likely to provide greater evidence of equal opportunity for women; and
. generally have a more positive workplace climate (since a claim of EEO is that
attention to equity will improve relations in the workplace).
AWIRS 95 was conducted for the federal Department of Industrial Relations (now
Employment and Workplace Relations) between August 1995 and February 1996. The
main survey collected data from 2001 workplaces (a response rate of 80%) with 20 or more
employees. It also contained data from 19,155 employees (a response rate of 64%) in those
workplaces. The sample frame was designed by the ABS from Departmental specifications
and drawn from its register of establishments. The population from which the sample for
the main, personal interview, survey was drawn comprised all workplaces with 20 or more
employees in all industries except two: defence and agriculture, forestry, fishing and
hunting (Morehead et al. 1997). A panel survey of 698 workplaces that had participated in
the first such survey, AWIRS 90, was also conducted with a response rate of 90%. AWIRS
90 was conducted from October 1989 to May 1990, and is reported upon in Industrial
Relations at Work (Callus et al. 1991). Further details on AWIRS 95 are contained in
Morehead et al. (1997). Some 45% of the employees in the AWIRS 95 employee survey
were female, a level consistent with overall participation of females in the Australian
workforce (Morehead et al. 1997). Table 1 outlines the major characteristics of all those
involved in the AWIRS employee survey by gender.
It is important to note that the unit of analysis of AWIRS, being the workplace, differs
from the reporting unit to which the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace
Agency legislation applies, which is an enterprise or business unit. Some reporting units are
entire enterprises, while other enterprises are divided into several reporting units. A
number of organisations encompassed by AWIRS are represented by more than one
workplace participating in the survey. However, it is not possible to identify in AWIRS
whether two or more workplaces belong to the same reporting unit. While the panel data
on workplaces are used, most of the data concern employees in workplaces that are either
covered or unregulated by the Act. They are thus broadly representative of employees in
reporting units generally, with one important qualification: employees in workplaces with
less than 20 employees are not included in the survey. This limitation excludes a significant
proportion of employees in non-reporting units and a smaller proportion of employees in
reporting units.
Hence the data for ‘covered workplaces’ represent a subset of ‘reporting units,’ with a
proportion of employees from reporting units in workplaces with fewer than 20 employees
Policy Studies 409
Table 1. Characteristics of employees in the AWIRS employee survey (distribution).
All workplaces with 20 or more employees
Females (%) Males (%)
Hours of work
full time 62 89
part time 38 11
Employment status
permanent 86 93
casual 14 7
Place of birth
Australia 77 77
overseas 23 23
Dependent children
yes 36 45
no 64 55
Industry
mining * 3
manufacturing 10 26
electricity, gas & water 1 2
construction * 3
wholesale trade 3 5
retail trade 14 8
accommodation, cafes & restaurants 6 4
transport & storage 2 5
communication services 1 3
finance & insurance 5 4
property & business services 7 7
government administration 11 13
education 15 8
health & community services 21 5
cultural & recreation services 3 2
personal & other services 2 4
Occupation
managers & administrators 4 9
professionals 18 16
paraprofessionals 10 10
tradespersons 1 14
clerical 30 10
sales & personal service workers 21 9
plant & machine operators 3 14
labourers & related workers 13 17
Workplace size
2049 employees 23 22
5099 employees 24 25
100199 employees 21 21
200499 employees 14 17
500 employees 18 16
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out of the scope of the survey. Likewise, the data for ‘unregulated workplaces’ represent a
subset of employees from ‘non-reporting units,’ as they exclude a significant proportion of
employees that would be in workplaces with fewer than 20 employees. This should not be a
cause of concern however, as the exclusion of employees from very small workplaces will
minimise any confounding effect that their inclusion may have had on the comparisons
between covered and unregulated workplaces.
As we are concerned only with the effects of the legislation our data relate only to those
employees who are in the private sector, some 63% of the total survey. We distinguish
between employees in private sector workplaces covered by the legislation (those with more
than 100 employees) and those that are unregulated by the legislation.
Equality of access to rewards and opportunities
Pay equity, that is equal pay for work of equal value, is a major vehicle for achieving equal
access to rewards (Pocock 1998). Within organisations, the rate at which women are
promoted or become eligible for promotion is tied to the issue of pay equity and is an
important indicator of employment equity. Equitable access to career paths and to training
ensures all employees’ future career opportunities (Gardner and Palmer 1997). Career
progression should be available equally to both men and women and is a significant
mechanism to increase pay.
Pay
Equitable access to pay increases through promotion or incremental advancement is an
important avenue for employees to achieve rewards for attaining greater skills and
experience. Burton (1991) argues that women’s work has been undervalued in the past and
that skill levels need to be recognised and rewarded. Employees were asked whether a pay
rise had been achieved through age, length of service or promotion in the past 12 months.
Table 1 (Continued)
All workplaces with 20 or more employees
Females (%) Males (%)
Organisational size
2099 employees 6 9
100499 employees 19 23
500999 employees 9 10
10004999 employees 24 26
50009999 employees 8 8
10,00019,999 employees 7 9
20,000 employees 28 15
Union membership
union member 46 53
non-member 54 47
* indicatesB0.5%
Population: employees in workplaces with 20 or more employees.
N10553 (column 1), 8550 (column 2).
Source: AWIRS95 employee survey.
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Responses to this question indicate access of employees to wage increases through career
and incremental progression as opposed to negotiated or discretionary wage increases.
Access to career or seniority wage increases was higher in large organisations and was,
on average, slightly lower for women than men. Being in a workplace covered by the Act
was, however, associated with improved female access to this form of wage increase for full-
time female employees. In covered workplaces for full-time employees,1 40% of women and
36% of men received pay rises through age, length of service or promotion in the last year,
while the position was reversed in workplaces not covered by the Act with 38% of men and
32% of women receiving pay rises through these avenues. There is a strong coverage effect
for full-time employees in relation to this form of wage increase.
In covered workplaces for all employees (including part-time workers) there was no
significant difference between women (38%) and men (37%) in gaining a pay rise through
age, length of service or promotion. Yet, in workplaces not covered by the Act a much
greater proportion of men (36%) reported pay rises than did women (29%). This again
suggests a coverage effect of greater access for women to pay rises through career
progression or seniority in workplaces covered by the Act.
Despite the move to enterprise-level wage bargaining (Gardner and Palmer 1997),
many employees reported no increase (or decrease) in earnings. In particular, around 40%
of employees in unregulated workplaces did not report any increase in pay compared to
33% in covered workplaces. Both in organisations covered by the Act and in unregulated
workplaces, a greater proportion of men than women reported that their weekly earnings
had increased over the previous 12 months. In covered workplaces, 54% of women reported
that their pay had increased over the past 12 months compared with 63% of men. Male
employees in unregulated workplaces also fared better than female employees as 52% of
men and 49% of women reported gaining pay increases in the past year. These differences
are likely to reflect differential access to pay increases provided through enterprise
bargaining, particularly for part-time employees.
In covered workplaces full-time women employees were more likely than men to report
their pay had remained the same and fewer women had experienced a decrease in pay than
their male counterparts.2 This contrasts with workplaces not covered by the Act where
women were more likely than men to report a decrease in pay and less likely to report
receiving an increase. The evidence suggests that, relative to male employees, women in
workplaces not covered by the Act have more limited access to pay rises, and are in a worse
position overall in terms of pay.
Promotion opportunities
Promotion options establish an organisational framework to reward employees for
improving their skills and adding value to their work performance. It is argued that
training and development increases organisations’ competitive edge and that a well-
trained, multi-skilled workforce is essential (Stone 1995). Opportunities for career
advancement and access to promotion are key issues in achieving gender equity across
organisations.
Hunter (1992) suggests that promotion methods may limit access to rewards for women
and minorities when these employees are unable to access information and networks for
understanding systems of promotion. Employment segregation that results in women
being relegated to the lowest levels in an organisation is a persistent problem with women
tending to be concentrated in jobs with low career ceilings (Brown and Gardner 1991).
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Employees in the survey were asked whether the opportunity to obtain a more senior job in
their organisation had changed over the past 12 months.
Men were more likely than women to believe both that their prospects for promotion
had gone up and that their prospects for promotion had gone down. Presumably because
of downsizing in large organisations, employees in covered workplaces were more likely to
say their prospects for a promotion had gone down in the previous year (12%) than were
employees in unregulated workplaces (8%). However, this effect was less severe for female
employees. In covered workplaces just 9% of women, compared to 15% of men, considered
their prospects for promotion had declined. By contrast, in unregulated workplaces, 7% of
women, but only 9% of men, considered they had declined. Hence there was a coverage
effect (about 4 percentage points) favouring women. In both types of workplace, there was
a 4 percentage point gender difference (in favour of men) in the proportions of respondents
stating that their promotion prospects had gone up. It seems that despite the importance of
promotion prospects for equal employment opportunity, there are persisting gender
differentials about assessment of these prospects.
Organisational restructuring, including delayering and introducing flatter management
structures, have reshaped organizations (Gardner and Palmer 1997). Ascertaining the level
of satisfaction with chances for promotion in this climate establishes the extent to which
employees perceive their own situation as vulnerable to external pressures on organisations.
Employees were asked if they were satisfied with the chances they had to obtain a more
senior job in their organisation.
As shown in Table 2, fewer women (20%) than men were satisfied with their chances for
promotion in covered workplaces (24%). However, the gender difference was much higher
in unregulated workplaces than in workplaces covered by the Act. In unregulated
workplaces men (26%) were more likely to be satisfied with their chances for promotion
than women (16%). This implies a coverage effect of about 6 percentage points.
Poor promotion prospects amongst women, especially in unregulated workplaces, are
more likely to be manifested by the response that a question on promotion prospects is ‘not
relevant to me.’ In unregulated workplaces, over three in every eight women report that
Table 2. Satisfaction with promotion prospects.
Male,
unregulated
(%)
Female,
unregulated
(%)
Gender
difference,
unregulated
(% points)
Male,
covered
(%)
Female,
covered
(%)
Gender
difference,
covered
(% points)
Coverage
effect
(% points)
Satisfied 26 16 9 24 20 4 6
Neither
satisfied nor
dissatisfied
22 21 1 25 24 1 0
Dissatisfied 22 21 2 30 26 4 3
Not relevant
to me
23 38 15 15 23 8 7
Don’t know 7 4 3 6 7 1 4
Note: Inconsistencies between sums and their components may arise due to rounding.
Population: All employees in private sector workplaces with 20 or more employees.
N (from left to right) 1330, 887, 4580, 3422.
Source: AWIRS 95 employee survey
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promotion is not relevant for them, compared to less than two in eight men. There is an 8
percentage point coverage effect here: both men and women in covered workplaces are less
likely than their counterparts in unregulated workplaces to report that promotion is ‘not
relevant’ to them, but the gap between men and women is much smaller than in
unregulated workplaces. There is also a coverage effect in relation to dissatisfaction with
promotion prospects, but this is smaller than for the ‘not relevant’ response. Perhaps the
sorts of programs associated with coverage have the effect of raising women’s awareness of
the issue of promotion, shifting some people who would otherwise say ‘not relevant’ into
the ‘dissatisfied’ category. In covered workplaces for full-time employees, fewer women are
satisfied with their promotion prospects than men, but fewer are dissatisfied.
Overall, it appears there remains a gender equity problem in workplaces over
promotion prospects and this problem is more pronounced in workplaces not covered
by the Act.
Permanent part-time work
Employees were asked whether part-time employment was available to them in their
workplace if they needed to convert to permanent part-time work status. The ability to
balance work and family responsibilities depends on being able to secure more flexible
working arrangements when required. Permanent part-time work is an important
mechanism to provide adaptable working times and is particularly important for women
with family responsibilities since these still tend to be the responsibility of the female
members of the family.
For women workers, the ability to secure permanent part-time work was significantly
greater than men in both regulated and unregulated workplaces. A greater percentage of
women could access permanent part-time work in workplaces covered by the Act, with
51% of all women being able to convert to permanent part-time status, compared to 24% of
men. Around 40% of women in unregulated workplaces had access to permanent part-time
work compared to 27% of men.
Training
Access to adequate training provides a measure of power in the labour market as
remuneration and other rewards usually flow from skills acquisition (Gardner and
Palmer 1997). Organisations providing training introduce a mechanism to improve
prospects for employees to achieve better-paid and more interesting jobs. Achieving
gender equity requires a proactive organisational approach to offering training
opportunities and rewarding acquired skills.
Employees were asked if they were satisfied with the job-related training received at
their workplace. A greater percentage of women (43%) than men (39%) in covered
workplaces were satisfied with training, while there was no significant difference in the
satisfaction with training in unregulated workplaces. This may indicate greater attention
to training and development for women consistent with equal employment opportunity
objectives in workplaces covered by the Act.
Coverage by the Act was associated with a greater recognition of the issue of job related
training. One in five workers in unregulated workplaces considered that the issue of
training was not relevant to them, compared to around one in 12 in covered workplaces.
Table 3 outlines satisfaction with training as it relates to full-time employees only. While it
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confirms the general pattern indicated above it also shows that dissatisfaction with training
was less for women than men in covered workplaces.
Different outcomes to those described above are found in relation to employees’ level
of satisfaction with occupational health and safety training. Emphasis on workplace
health and safety training was greater in workplaces covered by the Act. In covered
workplaces, 34% of men and 30% of women were satisfied with occupational health and
safety training, whereas 24% of men and 17% of women in unregulated workplaces were
satisfied with training for occupational health and safety. The differences between men
and women in satisfaction with this form of training were greater in unregulated
workplaces.
Occupational segregation and grievance procedures
Gender-based restrictions on occupational choice preclude equality of rewards and
opportunities available to women and men. A critical issue is whether particular jobs are
identified as men only, precluding women from applying for them. To analyse this issue we
turn from the employee survey to the AWIRS panel survey. We identify workplaces that
had men-only jobs in 1990 and analyse whether those workplaces continued to have men-
only jobs in 1995. There was no employee survey associated with the panel.
Table 4 shows whether workplaces that had men-only jobs in 19891990 still had men-
only jobs in 19951996. Only a small minority of covered workplaces with men-only jobs in
19891990 still had men-only jobs in 19951996. The position was very different in
unregulated workplaces. A majority of the unregulated workplaces that had men-only jobs
in 19891990 still had men only jobs in 19951996. Although the sample size was small,
these differences were significant at the 0.1% level. They suggest that coverage by the Act
may have alerted firms to the problems of maintaining segregated occupations and
encouraged change.
Amongst workplaces which had no grievance procedures in 1990, those that were
covered by the Act were likely to have established grievance procedures by 1995 (76%) than
Table 3. Satisfaction with job-related training (full-time employees).
Male,
unregulated
(%)
Female,
unregulated
(%)
Gender
difference,
unregulated
(% points)
Male,
covered
(%)
Female,
covered
(%)
Gender
difference,
covered
(% points)
Coverage
effect
(% points)
Satisfied 35 35 1 39 42 2 3
Neither
satisfied nor
dissatisfied
20 22 2 25 25 0 2
Dissatisfied 23 24 1 26 23 4 5
Not relevant
to me
20 18 2 8 9 1 4
Don’t know 2 2 0 2 2 0 0
Note: Inconsistencies between sums and their components may arise due to rounding.
Population: Full-time employees in private sector workplaces with 20 or more employees.
N (from left to right) 1188, 581, 4182, 2225.
Source: AWIRS 95 population survey.
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were unregulated workplaces (41%). Grievance procedures are important mechanisms
women can use to seek redress for workplace problems.
In conclusion
Overall, the AWIRS employee survey indicates disparities in the outcomes faced by women
and men in workplaces covered by the Act and those not covered. However, in most cases,
women do relatively better (using men’s experience as the benchmark) in covered
workplaces than in unregulated workplaces. Women in covered workplaces have greater
access to some forms of pay rise relative to men than do in unregulated workplaces, where
women generally are in a worse position relative to men in this area. In terms of job-related
training, women are more satisfied and less dissatisfied than men in covered workplaces
compared to the relative satisfaction of women and men in workplaces not covered by the
Act.
Coverage by the Act also appears to be associated with the removal of men-only jobs
where previously they existed and the establishment of grievance procedures where
previously none were available. In areas such as recent pay rises and promotion prospects,
men continue to enjoy greater access to rewards and opportunities than do women in all
workplaces. However, the disparities between men and women are less pronounced in
workplaces covered by the Act than they are in those that are not covered. In short, there
are significant coverage effects on issues of pay and especially promotion and, as intended,
these coverage effects favour women relative to men.
In a range of areas there remains, in terms of employee perceptions, significant
inequality between men and women. In particular there are areas where women have less
access to rewards and opportunities and feel less well off relative to men as a result of
recent workplace changes. When comparing workplaces covered by the Act and those not
covered, there are a number of areas where the relative outcomes for women are better in
workplaces covered by the Act and few areas where women in workplaces not covered by
the Act fare better than their male counterparts. Evidence from the AWIRS employee
survey was used to test whether policies and procedures associated with good gender equity
performance have any effect in practice in workplaces. If female employees in workplaces
covered by the Act reported inferior experiences relative to males in terms of opportunities,
for example, than their counterparts in organisations that were not covered, the
effectiveness of regulation in this area would be called into question.
Workplace studies provide an opportunity to test the effectiveness of policies aimed at
affecting workplaces. It is unfortunate for the study of public policy in Australia that no
Table 4. Workplaces that had men-only jobs in 1990: whether they still had men-only jobs in 1995.
Workplaces unregulated
by AA Act
(%)
Workplaces covered
by AA Act
(%)
Still had men-only jobs in 1995 58 10
No men-only jobs in 1995 42 90
Total 100 100
Population: workplaces which had men-only jobs in 1990.
N25 (column 1), 56 (column 2).
Source: AWIRS panel survey.
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workplace studies have been undertaken since 1995, particularly as there have been several
major changes in public policy affecting workplaces since then. The timing of these first
two surveys is fortuitous for the analysis of equal opportunity policy. Although the study
period related to the 1990s, this corresponded to the period when the equal opportunity
legislation was in its strongest Australian form, making this the best period to study the
effectiveness of the legislation. The results remain as important now as ever, given the
persistence of gender inequalities in pay and other outcomes.
The evidence from the employee survey indicates in general better outcomes for women
relative to their male counterparts in workplaces covered by the Act than in those
workplaces not covered. That is, as intended, coverage effects tended to favour women
relative to men. Enhanced outcomes are particularly clear in terms of access to rewards
and opportunities such as pay rises, promotion and training. For a variety of reasons,
including the trend to downsizing, larger organisations tend to have a more negative
workplace climate than smaller organisations. In terms of rewards and opportunities, the
disparities between men and women employees are generally less in workplaces covered by
the Act. This suggests that there is some positive legislative impact on equal employment
opportunity.
The survey also showed many areas where further improvements are necessary. The
employee survey highlights a variety of areas in which equal employment opportunity
needed to be improved. It presented a more nuanced picture of gender equity outcomes.
Yet it indicates enough positive effects in those workplaces covered by the Act to suggest
there is some correlation between the legislation, the approach encouraged and perceptions
of improved gender equity.
The study suggests that equal opportunity legislation is capable of achieving progress
towards the goal of gender equity, but its effects will be gradual rather than sudden. The
data tell us that employment equity legislation, targeted at remedying disadvantages
experienced by women in the labour market, has an impact at the workplace in improving
the outcomes for women relative to men. Notwithstanding the effects legislation had
shown, the process of change is not quick. There are many areas of weak gender equity
performance, some in workplaces covered by the Act and some in workplaces not covered
by the Act, where further concentrated efforts appeared to be warranted. There is, in short,
nothing to suggest either that the legislation was ineffective nor that it would be sufficient
to solve the problem of gender equity.
Notes
1. Full-time employees were defined as those employed for more than 30 hours per week.
2. At various points we consider the responses of full-time employees only. Since women are more
likely than men to work part-time, it is important to check whether the differences between men
and women hold when comparing employees in a similar mode of employment. For example, we
know that much of the overall pay inequity between men and women is attributable to higher
levels of part-time employment and therefore lower pay for women. Yet we also know that the pay
differential remains (although it is smaller) when full-time male and female employees are
compared.
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